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I N T R O D U C T I O N 
 

 
                    Me as The Big Guy and ‘Blossom’, one of the lesser-known of his hairy helpers. Stirling 2012 
 

Santa. That’s him in that picture, there. Me, too, for that matter. 
 

He’s a nice chap. Jolly, even. Santa, that is. I’ve spent the best part of a decade-
and-a-half ‘Behind The Beard’, impersonating him, and recruiting and training 
ho-ho-hopefuls eager to do likewise at sites all over Scotland.  
 

I’ve encountered all manner of munters and mediocrities who think that all 
they have to do to fill those furry-topped wellies is faff around in flurry of facial 
foliage, fill out a fat-suit while offering festive felicities, and ask a never-ending 
parade of oiks what they want for Christmas. I’ve met many ‘serious’ actors 
who think such work beneath them. A couple of years back, as part of a 
Christmas Parade in Perth I endured a lecture from a Conservatoire of Scotland 
graduate performing in Perth Rep’s Pantomime (sorry, that should be 
‘Christmas Show’ – this gallant wouldn’t have sullied his thespic soul with 
anything so mundane as mere Panto) on just this topic. It wasn’t really acting, 
he assured me - any fool could do it, after all. It was the domain of the also 
rans. I took particular pleasure in pointing out to the reindeer’s arse in 
question that at I had been a card-carrying Equity member for twenty-odd 
years, had performed in Shakespeare, Strindberg, Walcott and accrued a very 
respectable theatrical CV, and yet - by donning beard and bobble-hat – I would 
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be doing some of my most arduous work of the year....ah, and would be 
earning a weekly punt well in excess of the minimum theatrical rate he was on. 
Ho ho ho. That a serious actor would choose to be Santa baffled him. 
 

He was right on one detail. Any fool could do the job…badly.  
 

The same can be said of anything from street-sweeping and surgery: each 
demands a very specific skill-set without which its practitioners are of no 
sodding use to man nor Elf. It’s a job – a role – as challenging as any I’ve 
encountered in more than twenty years as a professional actor. If you do it 
right, that is. 
 

It requires discipline. Each child has his or her own very specific expectations as 
to who (and what) Santa is. If Little Tommy, swinging from the decorations in a 
merry miasma of youthful adrenaline and Sunny D, expects a jolly, bouncy, 
avuncular Kris Kringle, then that’s what you must to be. If Wee Suzie, cacking 
herself at the prospect of entering The Presence (we’ll come back to that, 
later), requires a softer, gentler, more assuringly avuncular Santa, then that is 
the Santa Suzie should see. The point is, a good Santa – a really good Santa – 
has to be capable of constant re-inventing himself, child after child, day after 
day. Exhausing, but bloody satisfying. 
 

That adaptability also serves Santa well when dealing with drunks, chancers, 
evil grannies, teenage tossers, stick-up-artists, fire-drills and bomb-alerts – and 
I’ve had to deal first-hand with all of those over the years. Once, noticing that a 
seedy chap photographing children waiting to enter the Grotto. This being the 
third day he’d been spotted, and his presence being judged to be rather more 
than coincidence, I opted to creep up beside him – just as an Elf popped out 
and snapped a Polaroid of us, arm in arm. “What a lovely photo!”, I quietly 
chucked, not so subtly popping the memory card from his camera. “Nice and 
clear…and shortly to be e-mailed to the local cop-shop if you don’t leg it, 
sharpish.  And, please...don’t hurry back!” Observation is everything. It’s not 
for nothing that they say ‘He knows when you’ve been bad or good...!’ 
 

Santa needs a heart of gold…and gonads of steel – as evil grannies (them 
again), intent on getting a photo of their progeny at any cost, hurl flailing quots 
in the direction of his lap. He needs the saintly patience to endure all the 
indignities which anguished oik orifices can ooze, spill, spurt or spew upon him. 
 

Ah, the cynics cheer, like a horde of cheerless Dawkinses - he’s a lie. Yeah? So’s 
Hamlet. So’s Parliamentary Democracy. Difference is people are glad to see 
Santa, who has a palpable power the doggedly dreary Great Dane doesn’t.  
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I have several regular adult visitors. One – middle aged, scruffy and rather too 
fond of the bottle than he perhaps should be – visited me every Christmas Eve 
for many years. He’d chat courteously, select a gift for a two year old 
boy…then quietly cry his heart out for a few minutes. Just him and Santa. Who 
else would understand? An old lady used to visit with a flask of tea every 
Christmas Eve. She’d come, she said, when she was a little girl, then brought 
her children and grandchildren. They were all gone, now, or moved away, but 
she still came every year because Christmas didn’t feel like Christmas 
otherwise. Lovely lady. We’d sit and chat for five minutes, share a cuppa, she’d 
shed a tear...and that was that.  
 

The parents of an autistic lad were equally tearful as their bonny boy decided 
the time was right to connect with the Big Guy. A glorious little girl queued for 
two hours on the busiest day of the year, because her bedridden best friend 
was unable to deliver her letter to the Grotto in person. Lost kids gravitate 
there because they know He will help them. Another poor lassie, terminally ill, 
and about to enter hospital for what was expected to be the last time, came to 
see me because her concerns were not steeped in shit, blood, pain and the 
imminence of death…but in (as far as she was concerned) the rather more 
pressing and immediate fear that if she wasn’t at home on Christmas Eve Santa 
might forget her. He didn’t. In her case I decided that a Christmas Eve hospital 
visit was in order. 
 

Look into the eyes of a little girl with nothing in this world to look forward to 
but a desperate, dismal death, and see the spark of joy – of a genuine, precious 
and utterly unconditional love – that the idea of a fat man in a nylon beard can 
flicker into life….then tell me Santa’s not real. He’s an idea. More, he’s an ideal 
– and there are too damned few of them. A lie? Maybe...but a bloody good 
one. 
 

What a good Santa really needs is perspective – the understanding that he’s 
only borrowed those magic wellies. Ol’ Ben Parker was right on the money: 
‘with great power comes great responsibility’. 
 

Hopefully the next few pages will offer my perspective on a job which can be 
either the biggest bore or, in certain precious moments, one of the most 
satisfying – and challenging – jobs any performer can do. What makes it one or 
the other is pretty much down to your own perspective.  
 

Have fun. 
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.1. 
I D E N T I T Y   C R I S I S 

 

So, who is he, this Santa Claus geezer? Why do we sit in an overheated  
glorified shed with a big fluffy nylon mask and woolly hat on, for five weeks of 
the year? 
 

The jolly red-faced imp of lore, serial housebreaker and cohort of Elves, Fairies 
and Reindeer, has very little in common with Nikolas of Patara (270-346 AD), 
Bishop of Myra and Saint of the Greek Orthodox Church.  
 

Here’s the boy: 
 

                
         A Russian icon of Nick (c.16th-century), and...                                                   ...a late 19th-century American rendering. 
 

‘The Wonderworker’- great nickname - was a generous soul by all accounts, 
giving anonymous gifts (the original ‘Secret Santa’ - though how the ‘secret’ 
became common knowledge is either a mystery or bloody good PR), and his 
gift of three golden coins to a trio of virtuous virgins, allowing them to buy 
their freedom from their nasty old Dad, intent on selling them into a life of 
shame, made him the Patron Saint of Prostitutes and Pawn-brokers (his gift 
recalled on his Icons, and on the three-orb Pawn-Broker’s logo). Gifts to the 
poor and needy – children particularly (he having miraculously re-animated 
butchered apprentices, murdered by a cannibalistic merchant during a period 
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of famine) – were often given on his Feast Day, 6th December. He also holds 
sway over Sailors and Children In Distress. 
 
He was one of the few Greek Orthodox Saints accepted by the Roman Catholic 
church during one of their (many) attempts at unification. He’s since fallen 
from favour outside of the GO. The Basilica di San Nicola in Bari, southern Italy 
began construction around 1087, many of the fine decorations around the 
church being the work of captured Saracen artisans – including a very 
elaborate mosaic...which it took almost the better part of a millennium for the 
Christian faithful to realise spelled out, in Arabic, ‘Allah is Great. Allah is Good. 
There is no God but Allah’. Heh! 
 

Nicholas is a scrawny, pious chap, though – though as the Dutch Sinterklaas he 
does, occasionally, sport a fine white beard. As, indeed, does Father Christmas 
– who has bugger all to do with St Nicholas. Or, indeed, Christmas. Not 
originally, anyway. 
 

I mean, the Church doesn’t really DO Elves...does it? Father Christmas does. 
Well he would – being a (barely) Christianised echo of the Saxon Wudwusa, or 
the Celtic Green Man – our variant of the Norse Odin (yes, Chris Hemsworth’s 
Dad in ‘Thor’).  
 

         
        Ho Ho H’Odin!                                                                                                   It ain’t easy bein’ Green! (Holy Rude Church, Stirling) 
 

At the year’s end the one-eyed All-Father of the Gods would crucify himself 
upon Ygdrasil, the World-Tree (big tree, surrounded by twinkling stars…sound 
familiar?), that his blessed blood might replenish the barren, winter earth. For 
twelve days and nights his followers would eat, drink and…well…shag their 
brains out in celebration of the bounty the God’s gift would bring and – 
surprise, surprise – after those twelve days the sun would shine just a wee bit 
longer and the grass grow greener. The whole thing was very practical: a good 
layer of fat would be added to the revellers to guard against the cold, 
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womenfolk would fall pregnant – but still be fit and able to work the harvest – 
and it was a great excuse for a piss-up.  
 

Odin was very popular, understandably, and the nascent Christian churches 
found it very difficult to stamp him out. In the end his Festival of Yule – which 
began on 25th December – was appropriated, and Yuletide became the ‘Twelve 
Days of Christmas’. You’ll find the Green Man engraved on many old churches 
and gravestones throughout Britain – some dating as recently as the mid 19th-
century – as the notion of the ‘resurrected God’ links in with other Christian 
festivals and beliefs. Often one side of a stone will show the Green Man, the 
other sporting the face of an Angel. You may have encountered a variation of 
this verdant chap as the titular self-resurrecting adversary in the 14th-century 
Arthurian Christmas tale ‘Gawain and the Green Knight’, or in ‘A Christmas 
Carol’ (1843) – as the wild-man Ghost of Christmas Present, living in (and for) 
the moment….and dressed in fur, and garlanded in green.  
 

 
           Crimbo in Camelot (14th-c 
 

All good little boys and girls should be a-bed, snuggled to their pillows, as the 
sleigh-bells tinkle by, ‘cos if they don’t…well…as folklorist Kveldulf Gundarsson 
wrote in the folklore journal ‘Mountain Thunder’ in 1992 – 
 

"When the winter winds blow and the Yule fires are lit, it is best to stay 
indoors…Those who wander out by themselves during the Yule-nights may hear 



8 

 

a sudden rustling through the tops of the trees - a rustling that might be the 
wind, though the rest of the wood is still. But then the barking of dogs fills the 
air, and the host of wild souls sweeps down, fire flashing from the eyes of the 
black hounds and the hooves of the black horses" 
 

 
   Åsgårdsreien (1872)  by Peter Nicolai Arbo 
 

Welcome, lads and lasses to Åsgårdsreien, Wilde Jagd, Wildes Heer, 
Herlaþing,Cwn Annwn, Herne’s Night, Cain’s Hunt – one of the most pervasive 
traditions of European mythologies - The Wild Hunt. On that night the dead, 
often accompanied by spirits, demons or faery would ride in search of sinful 
souls, led (depending on the area) by mythic heroes (Valdemar IV, in Denmark; 
King Arthur in Brittany) or Gods – Odin (yup, him again) being the most 
common. ‘Course he didn’t have a nifty sleigh – preferring to hunt astride his 
eight-legged steed, Sleipnir, or in a chariot drawn by his hell-hounds. To look 
upon his hunt was really not wise, as one’s spirit could be consumed by the 
hounds, or, at best forced to join the pack. The Germanic Holda – a thinly 
disguised Frigg (that’s Mrs Odin, to you) – also leads the Hunt within 
Christianised Europe. A rather kindlier figure than her old man, she’s still best 
avoided – as she doesn’t just pick on the sinners, but on unbaptised babies, 
too. 
 

They know when you’ve been bad or good…so be good for goodness sake.  
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Some traditions have the leader of The Hunt pursuing a white buck, skinning it 
and wearing it’s hide, turned inside out  - red with white trim (screw you, Coca-
Cola!), and those worshipful pagans enacting the ritual of The Hunt often 
partook of the hallucinogen Fly Agaric (reindeer go nuts for the stuff!) before 
retreating to their ceremonial Yurt to meditate. 
 

Santa’s Grotto is a pagan drug den? Odin would be so proud. 
 

 
 A typical 19th-century rendering of a green-garbed ‘Father Christmas’ 
 

The point of all this is that Odin, the Green Man – or whatever you choose to 
call him – was so popular that despite many attempts to stamp him out, he 
refused to lie down and stay dead. Well, what did they expect of a resurrection 
deity? 
 

Santa Claus, as we know him today, makes his first public appearance in New 
York, on 25th December 1823. Clement Clark Moore’s ‘A Visit From St. Nicholas’ 
- better known as 'The Night Before Christmas’ – published in the ‘Troy 
Sentinel’, and contained all the elements we now associate with Santa – Elves, 
gifts, the jolly demeanour and white beard, the livestock and pre-Freudian 
chimney fetishism…drawn from the Greek, Russian, English, Germanic and 
sundry other seasonal traditions then taking root in the ripening Big Apple. 
Notice I said this was his first ‘public’ appearance - neighbours of another Troy 
citizen, Henry Livingstone, claimed that he wrote the verse in 1808, to amuse 
local children, so the Rev. Moore might be on the ‘Naught 
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          St Nicholas demonstrates his Freudian chimney fetish....illustration and original MS page from the Rev. Moore’s verse 
 

No matter, from that point Santa pretty much hung up his green rainment and 
has been in Red and White – following the iconic look of Odin and the 
Northern shamans, ever since. 
 

 
Out with the old. A fashion conscious Father Christmas gives up the Green and sports a spiffy new red ensemble. Early 20th-c. 
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.2. 
T H E   P R E S E N C E 

 

Okay, so you are a God. That may explain why so many kids are utterly terrified 
when they enter The Presence. 
 

 
NOT me...I’m glad to say! But we’ll all be in this position, from time to time! 
 

To be fair, it is a natural response. All year children are told not to go with 
strangers, accept their gifts or believe tall tales. Then, at Christmas, their 
parents drag them to see a weird old man in a hut, who claims to live in the 
North Pole, fly, have a flying reindeer for a pet...and who promises to come 
into their house when they are sleeping and stuff sweeties in their underwear. 
Hell, I’m 47, and that scares the festive crap out of me. 
 

Don’t get me wrong: kids love Santa – or the idea of Santa, anyway – but he 
can be a bit much up-close. Parents regularly scratch their heads in abject 
confusion as their kids quake behind the tree: “I don’t know what’s wrong with 
him,” they’ll moan. “He LOVES Santa. He’s got a toy Santa at home!” Yeah, 
Mum, but his toy Santa isn’t the six-foot tall hairy freak looming over him from 
the corner. I had a toy Dalek when I was a kid, but I think it is fair to assume 
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that I’d have spontaneously lost control of my bowels if Davros had trundled 
into my living-room. 
 

Of course kids are scared. The qualities we ascribe to Santa are, largely, the 
same we give to God – omniscience, benevolence...and wrath. Good boys and 
girls get presents and sweeties, bad boys and girls get a lump of coal. The 
prospect of an Eternity in Perdition’s Flame as punishment for their sins won’t 
make much of an impact on your average three year-old – but not getting toys 
because they’ve ticked off Santa will intimidate the poop out of them. As you 
ask “Have you been good, this year?” their nascent concupiscence springs into 
life. He knows I stole my wee brother’s cookie! He knows I was cheeky in 
Nursery! Dear Gods...He KNOWS! HE KNOWS!!! 
 

Most children – and adults – will greet Santa warmly, but prepare yourself for 
the screamers. 
 

The Grotto: 
 

Welcome to the Asylum 
 

Aside from the presence of Elves, flying reindeer and other fantastical fancies, 
Santa’s Grotto has all manner of peculiar genre-based inhabitants and Strange 
Visitors.  
 
Round up the Usual Suspects… 
 

                           
                 Grannies are EVIL..yes, even yours...                                ...which does, rather, explain some of the kids! 
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First and foremost there is ‘The Terminator’. Relentless in pursuit of it’s given 
goal, devoid of even vaguest vestiges of compassion or humanity, and destined 
to brutally lay waste to all who oppose them in their evil endeavours…Grannies 
are Santa’s arch-enemies. You think your Gran is a nice, sweet old biddie? NO! 
They are Lex Luthor to Supersanta. Evil incarnate. They exist to fulfil one 
function – to gain a photograph of their unfortunate progeny. That the infant 
in question may be utterly (and understandably) terrified at the prospect of 
being thrust upon the lap of what is, essentially, a Yeti in an artfully decorated 
shed will not deter them. Santa calling for mercy as the flailing quot’s feet 
stomp the contents of his (ahem) sack into the consistency of Aldi Economy 
Brand Brussels Pate signifies naught. They will have their photo, no matter the 
trauma inflicted upon those who impede their onslaught. I have been known 
to expel Grannies from my various grottoes for being pushy or obnoxious. Yes, 
they do know the children better than I do, and in whichever dire domain they 
offer sacrifice to Moloch which they call home I will happily defer to their 
greater wisdom and understanding - on my turf…well…they are Grannies, I’m a 
***ing Saint – I outrank them. 
 

Then comes ‘Shatner’. Picture the scene. A toddler toddles (well, it would, 
wouldn’t it) toward Santa, it’s attention absorbed by twinkling lights, festive 
colours, the seasonal array of all things bright and beautiful, it’s little limbs 
lolling joyfully…then it catches sight of The Yeti-Man on the big throne, dead 
ahead. Like James T. Kirk, suddenly stricken by some awful alien mind control 
device, it’s muscles tense. It freezes. It’s facial features fix in a rictus 
grimace…it’s eyes silently screaming “Spock/Mum! What’s..hap-pening 
to…me?” 
 

This is, of course, a common occurrence, caused chiefly by the Grottoes being 
constructed to appeal to adults, who will appreciate the big ‘Ta-daaaah!’ 
moment where the enthroned Santa is discovered, like some Ancient Seer in a 
Rider-Haggard novella. For youngsters who have only the most tenuous grasp 
of what Santa is and does most Grottoes are Houses of Horror. In one, a few 
years back, I insisted that the designers remove a massive ornate throne  on 
which Santa was to greet the Faithful. Why? It looked great!! I asked the 
manager of the shopping centre to kneel before me, at approximately the 
height of my average visitor…then loured over her in welcome, my arms on the 
great golden lion-head arm-rests. “Hello, little girl!” I said. “Sweet Jesus!”, she 
replied…and asked the designers to give me the lower, more welcoming chaise 
longue I had asked for. 
 



14 

 

‘Redrum’. This is the weirdest of weird kids. FBI profilers assure us that nascent 
sociopaths acquire their anomalous behaviours in youth, and they all want to 
practice their Dexter-ous skills on Santa. I encountered one particular ball-of-
hate one Friday afternoon in East Kilbride. Before I could even offer a greeting 
he growled “I want a big knife. My Da’ has lots of knives. They’re sharp! That’s 
what I want. I want a big knife.” The same monotone mantra of malevolence 
was repeated throughout our encounter: 
          “Have you been a good boy?” 
          “No. I want a big knife!” 
          “Really…um…and have you been working hard at school?” 
          “No. I want a big knife!” 
          “And have you been helping Mummy with the shopping, today, or do y…” 
          “No. I want a big knife!” 
          “Yeeeees…I thought you might!” 
          “You gonnae give me a big knife, Santa?” 
          “Um…no! How about a football…?” 
          “Grrrrrrrrr…!!!!” 
 

These are not the kids to ask to ‘leave a little something for Rudolph’…as the 
‘something’ in question will almost certainly be a bear-trap…or at the very 
least something guaranteed to offend the World Wildlife Fund.  These ‘hairy 
weans’ (as my WeeGee forbears would term ‘em) are related to ‘The Walking 
Dead’, those children who lumber in and out of the Grotto, oblivious of 
purpose or direction – requiring to be pointed in the general direction of Santa, 
the camera, the present offered and, ultimately, the exit. ‘Redrum’ at least has 
some opaque sense of purpose. In terms of Grotto-based banter ‘The Walking 
Dead’ make him look like Stephen frickin’ Fry. Some ‘Walking Dead’, of course, 
are actually ‘Decepticons’: Screamers in disguise. Overwhelmed with 
excitement and anxiety it takes them a few minutes to numbly attempt to 
process the oddities of environment and expectation, lulling us into a false 
sense of security, realise that they can’t...and explode. They may lack the 
innate enmity of ‘Redrum’, but they are more likely to trash the tree. 
 

Then there are the ‘Walkie-Talkies’. ‘Yoda’ jabbers (“Presents, I want. Under 
my tree, they are!”), as does ‘Gollum’ (“Buzz Lightyear – I wants it. Give it to 
me, Santa! Naaaasty Elveses took my Buzz Lightyear!”), and there’s no shutting 
‘C-3PO’ up (“Santa! I know the names of all your reindeer, Santa! There’s 
Dasher and Dancer, Santa…Dancer’s Rudolph’s Mummy, Santa…and did I 
mention that I’m fluent in the language of Moisture ‘Vaporators!”). And there 
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are many little ‘Anakins’, seemingly saintly, but who you know in your heart 
will yield to the Dark Side by Boxing Day. 
 

Finally, in a fetid fug of fear, comes ‘The Swamp Thing’. Many of Santa’s little 
visitors, faced with the larger, stronger, stranger beast of predation – the Yeti 
with the sack – will flee. Some, will do so for fear of entrapment – as already 
noted He already knows when you’ve been bad or good. Others will manifest 
that other trait of our ancestors’ ‘fight or flight’ mechanism…and simply shit 
themselves… at which point their Mums (or, more likely, their bloody 
Grannies!) will plonk them on Santa’s lap. Many bemoan that this lappage is 
discouraged, in our era of greater sensitivity to the possibility of abuse. I, on 
the other hand, gripe that so many are still intent on plonking their progeny 
upon me – as the unmistakable, warm, seeping, stinking sensation of the 
recently filled romper moulding itself to my knee is something this Santa could 
happily live without. ‘The Swamp Thing’ is a near relation to ‘The Toxic 
Avenger’ – that rare beast, the child that smells of something not quite right: a 
pungent chemical aroma not naturally borne of any living organism, the 
oleaginous odour of which will linger for hours afterwards, taking the shine off 
Santa’s boots. 
 
Then there are the ‘Lolita Squadron’. Normally these are groups of teenage 
girls who, gushing and giggling in brainless glee, will decide to descend upon 
the Grotto in order to sit – usually all at once – on Santa’s knee(s). As they 
poke his belly, pull his beard and lay waste to all which is before them, the Big 
Guy often feels that the Wild Hunt is alive and well. Mind you, it’s not entirely 
their fault: listening to that much Justin Bieber would prompt the best of us to 
carnage. 
 

Welcome to the Grotto. The Greatest Fantasy Freakshow On Earth! 
 

The Elf Service 
 

And on with the practical stuff. 
 

A good Grotto is the result of the dynamic between the Elf and Santa, and 
there have been many mediocre or downright crap Elves who have been 
(figuratively) propped up by a good Elf. There are a few Orcs out there too, 
mind you, but we’ll stick, here, to the other kind. 
 

Your Elf performs a number of essential services: 
- Acquiring information which Santa can use when chatting (see 3, below) 
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- Letting Santa know what kind of visit a particular child is having (Visit, 
Visit/Gift, Visit/Gift/Photo) which will allow him to structure the 
encounter 

- Finding suitable ‘gifts’, when required, and passing them to Santa  
- Taking photographs 
- Distracting or comforting anxious kids 
- Dealing with Money matters 
- Re-filling toy sacks 

 

She’s on her feet constantly, and should not be taken for granted. The actors 
amongst you should think of her as your Stage Manager, as what she does is 
not always conspicuous to your audience, but the show simply couldn’t go on 
without her. She also regulates the flow of visitors, so if you piss her off you 
won’t have time to draw breath. Also, there will sometimes be long lulls of 
inactivity in between visitors, so getting to know your Elves is a good idea, 
unless you relish being left alone in a super-heated shed where it’s too dark to 
read. 
 

    
  This ‘Saint’ thing is all an act...obviously! 
 

How all of this works in practice, of course, depends upon the individual 
Grotto, whether the photographs are printed in situ, etc..  
 

For myself, I tend to remain seated throughout any given Grotto visit, which 
means that much of the Santa/Elf dynamic is non-verbal. The following is a 
breakdown of the kind of interaction I’m talking about, based on my usual 
Santa/Elf routine: 
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- Prior to the entry of the child, the Elf lets me know it’s name, age, and 
any other pertinent details (some kids are intimidated by gloves, so – if 
necessary – she might give me the cue to take them off) 

- If, when the child enters, the Elf stands next to the camera, I know a 
photograph will be taken. I prefer to do this as soon as I can (the child 
being calm enough to do so), then turn the child to talk to me, face-to-
face.  

- If the child is shy or fidgeting, the Elf can then use a toy or light (Magic 
Wands are great for this) to distract them – or at least stop them crying 
– while the photo is taken. 
[incidentally, many children will screw up their eyes if they know a flash 
is coming, so  I normally count down, out loud ‘”3, 2, 1...” with my Elf 
flashing on “2” – pre-empting the blink. Sneaky – but one of the little 
Santa/Elf tricks which make the Grotto run smoother.] 

- If she then holds a present, I know that a gift is to be given, and she can 
pass this to me – behind the child’s back – in order that I can produce it 
‘as if by magic’. 

- If there are requests for further photos, keyrings, or a request for a gift 
when one was not included in the ticket-price, it is the Elf who 
interceded. SANTA DOES NOT DO CASH. 

- The Elf directs the visitors to the exit, then checks that the Grotto – and 
Santa – are ready for the next visit 
 

 
                                                    Tabloid journalism....doncha just love it. No, neither do I. 
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The Elf also has to bear the brunt of awkward customers, dealing with 
complaints when parents think their kid’s ‘present’ is crap, the photos are too 
expensive or – as in the case illustrated above, when an inattentive Mum, 
gabbing on two mobiles at once, let her offspring storm through a busy Grotto 
queue, only to trip and land flat on his face. This – despite the testimony of 
other members of the public as to Mum’s negligence – led to coverage in the 
Daily Record. Had the Elf in question not remained calm throughout, and 
others been eager to testify to her good grace, could have been a far nastier. 
The idiot Mum, incidentally, was ultimately obliged to confess as to her error. 
Well, she had to, as two other Malls contacted our Grotto to say she’d pulled 
similar stunts, there. Anyhoo... 
 

A slow Elf can really drag a Grotto down, but far less so than a Santa who 
thinks he’s a one-man-band and does not seek to work with his Elves. He’s also 
making his own life, and theirs, unnecessarily irksome. 
 

THE UNIFORM 
 

And, yes, it IS a uniform. It is as distinctive and immediately recognisable as 
Navy blues and should be treated with if not reverence, then certainly respect. 
 

If a child sees that red and white suit, they will have a particular expectation of 
the man wearing it – adults, too - so irrespective of whether you are in the 
Grotto, walking through the shopping centre/shop or just shooting the breeze 
with other staff, if the public are around and you are suited up, you are on 
duty, soldier. Don’t disgrace the Beard. 
 

Obviously keeping your kit clean and free of pong is important. There are, 
however, three items which are worthy of special note 
 

- The Trousers 
Always have a spare pair. Kids fight-or-flight instinct is fairly acute, and 
most santas will get pooped or peed upon several times a season, as 
timid tots evacuate their bowels and bladders in preparation for a swift 
exit. Unless you want to sit around with a soggy lap, smelling like a 
public toilet for the remainder of the day, always know where your spare 
trousers are. 
 

- The Beard 
You will come to hate your beard, as the straps dig into your scalp and 
you  cough up furballs of nasty nylon fibres. The beard, however, is 
Santa’s single most identifiable feature (you’ll get black Santas, skinny 
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Santas...but never a beardless Santa), so...suck it up. A couple of moist 
towlettes placed on your scalp where the beard-straps criss-cross will 
also lessen your discomfort. 
 

The beard should never come off in the presence of the public. If you 
need to take it off, for whatever reason, always ALWAYS let your Elf 
know in advance, as a kid seeing Santa with a baldy face will ruin their 
Christmas. 

  

Don’t get cocky, kid, or you’ll find yourself floatin’ home! Me again! 
 

I, personally, prefer to use human-hair theatrical beards, as these are 
much cooler (temperature-wise...though Santa never goes out of 
fashion), and mean that your face is not almost entirely masked – 
allowing you to regain facial expression. If a child can see your mouth, 
and see you smile, they react very differently to you. A theatrical beard, 
properly applied with spirit gum, also means that you can take the 
occasional drink, or even eat, without the removal of 1lb of nylon and 
elastic. 

 

- The Gloves 
Picking up presents, holding hands and simply sweating in a hot confined 
space, your white gloves will quickly become very grubby. Keep spares. 
Lots of spares. I normally use one pair in the morning, one in the 
afternoon, and have another in the wash. 
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If you need to position a child for a photograph, or – if a parent is 
insistent that they be photographed in Santa’s lap – hold them in place, 
then your gloves should be conspicuously visible on the child’s arm, 
shoulder, etc.. If they are visible then paranoid parents can see that 
Santa’s hands are exactly where they are supposed to be. We live in 
suspicious and litigious times, fellow Santas, so any obvious safeguard to 
our integrity is important. 
 

Jazz Hands Nick, that’s me! Stirling 2008 
 

Other handy items of kit which I always keep handy are 
- a water bottle, for refreshment (never underestimate how hot a busy 

Grotto can be) 
- a towel, because you may need to dry your lap 
- air freshener, because enclosed Grottoes (and many kids) pong a bit 
- Wet-Wipes, because grubby chocolate, sticky sweeties and mucky 

fingertips get all over you, the tree and everything else you can think of 
- a bin-bag, for the wet wipes, wrapping paper, etc. A big Christmas gift-

bag is best, as it doesn’t look out of place, and is re-usable. 
Strictly speaking, all but the very first of these should really be provided by the 
Grotto, but I tend to get a wee bit territorial, and prefer to have my own 
supplies on-tap. Belt and braces. 
.3. 
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.3. 
T H E   P A T T E R 

 

 SANTA 101: ‘THE KNOWLEDGE’ 
 

Many Santas fall at the first hurdle because they don’t know how to talk to 
children, or, much much worse, because they decide on a set script for their 
Grotto and never ever deviate from it, irrespective of what any individual child 
(or adult) says or does. 
 

In the first instance Santa is in for a very long and uncomfortable day. In the 
second he will quickly succumb to RSI - Repetitive Script Irritation - and be 
bored out of his frickin’ bobble-hat within a matter of hours – and if Santa is 
bored, boy will everyone else know it. 
 

 
It’s the car. Chicks dig the car! East Kilbride 2012 
 

Children are full of questions. Most are fairly clued-in to the fact that there is 
something a bit iffy about Santa – how, after all, can there be one in every 
shop in the Mall? – so if you want to be convincing, and to engage them (in 
theatrical parlance, to ask that they willingly suspend disbelief), then you need 
to know who you are (Santa Claus, Father Christmas, Kris Kringle, Sinterklaas, 
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etc), where you live (Greenland, the North Pole – I tell them I live at the Pole, 
but my Workshop and the Elves are in Greenland), and who your friends are (is 
there a ‘Mrs Claus’ in your Grotto, and what are the names of all the 
reindeer*?) 
 

* that’s Dasher, Dancer, Prancer, Donner, Blitzen, Comet, Cupid, Vixen and Rudolph...NOT 
‘Dixon’ or sodding ‘Robbie’. 
 

Something else I try to cultivate – and asking shopkeepers is the easiest way to 
do it – is a knowledge of what particular toys are big in any given year, or 
where certain kinds of gift are most easily obtained. Kids lose patience very 
quickly with a Santa who doesn’t know ‘what’s hot’, and you will receive 
glowing praise from parents who suddenly discover how to get hold of a much-
desired toy. 
 

 
      People actually buy this crap. Unbelievable! 
 

I have the slight advantage of being a big kid, a book and comic collector and a 
film-buff – all of which is very useful in developing back-chat with kids. Barbie 
never goes out of fashion, but knowing which Transformer is which, or who the 
scariest Batman baddie has proven extremely handy, from time to time. 
 

None of this stuff is meaningless. You can spin bits of chat, anecdotes and all 
manner of amusing gubbins out of the most mundane festive trivia. Of course 
the big question is how to do that.  
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THE THREE STAGES OF SANTA 
 

There are three main stages to a Grotto visit, and different bits of banter can 
be employed to good effect in each. 
 

STAGE ONE: THE HOOK 
 

Think of a meeting with Santa as a Magic Act.  
 

The magician hooks his audience, deflects their attention, and surprises them 
by making the mundane seem remarkable. Often the solution to the mysteries 
they present are there for all to see, or even provided by the closely-read 
responses and reactions of the audience. Santa is the same.  
 

Firstly, you need to establish a relationship with the audience. 
 

To do so most Virgin Santas start with two basic questions: 
          “What do you want for Christmas?” and/or 
          “Have you been good, this year?” 
 

Hmmmm. We’ll come to the first of those, later. The second seems reasonable 
enough, I suppose. A reasonable question, but one which yields a 
straightforward (and formally un-Festive)“Yes” or “No” answer, and is hardly 
likely to put most kids at ease in what is, let’s face it, a very strange 
environment. There are, however many much better opening gambits, which 
will help you set the pattern for the rest of the visit. 
 

Your Elves are your greatest tool in making the chat natural and informal. As 
people line up to visit the Grotto they chat, and a good Elf can elicit useful 
information 

- the child’s name and age 
- where they come from 
- whether they’ve written a list of the toys they would like at Christmas 
- whom is accompanying them 
and, from the parents, 
- if there is anything about the child’s behaviour (good or bad) or interests 

which we should know (parents usually offer this kind of information) 
 

This can be very useful when the child enters, by which time – overwhelmed by 
excitement, the grotto decorations or just The Presence – they will, invariably, 
have forgotten that the Elf has just asked them these questions. So when Santa 
opens with 
          “Jamie, my friend! Has it been a whole year since I saw you?” 
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          “A big boy for four and a half, now, Tom? My how you’ve grown!” 
          “Five years old, and still a cheeky monkey I see, Mary!” 
          “I hear you like transformers, Bobby. Which one is your favourite?” 
Get the idea? Each of these opening comments elicits a response, giving the 
child a reason to approach and talk to Santa. Use their names. It’s personal. It’s 
chummy. It’s chatty.  
 

If a nervous child has a list or a letter, then your Elf can be an intermediary, 
offering a line such as 
          “Jenny has brought a special letter for you, Santa!” 
allowing you to respond with something like 
          “Wonderful, I was just wondering what sort of things you’d like this year,  
           Jenny!” 
 

The point of all this is to create a context – a fundamental, child-logical reason 
for the encounter - allowing the child to relax. Strangeness-limitation. 
 

If the child is shy or frightened, then the same Elf-Intel can be employed by 
deflecting your opening gambit through the accompanying adult: 
          “Mum! I haven’t seen you in so long! Who have you brought to see me,  
          today?” 
If a nervous child knows that Mum, or Dad, or Auntie Beryl is Santa’s friend, 
then they will be more inclined to relax. Not always. Sometimes you will have 
whole conversations with the grown-ups, as a timid toddler clings to them for 
dear life, but these are mercifully rare (and we’ll come back to Trauma Tots, 
later). 
 

Sometimes, if a child is badly behaved, a slightly more stern (but not severe) 
approach can serve as an opening 
          “Now, John, I hear you were very naughty, waiting outside. We can’t have  
           that, can we?” 
The prospect of goodies to come – and the fear of not getting any because 
they’ve pissed off the Fat Man – will generally calm even the most obnoxious 
brat down for the duration of the visit (and give the accompanying adult a few 
minutes breather). 
 

The point is that you should use kids’ names. Use their details. Any information 
you have on them can be strategically deployed, for, as every propagandist 
knows...Knowledge IS Power! If a child feels that you know them, then they 
aren’t coming to see a scary stranger – or one of a million generic men in red 
and white fluffy suits - but an old friend, someone who knows them and cares 
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about them. If they feel relaxed by that, you are likely to have a pleasant, 
problem-free visit. 
 

Now, back to that OTHER question... 
 

 
                                                         Santa’s least stressful (and stressed) visitors! Stirling 2010 
 

STAGE TWO: THE LINE 
 

“What do you want for Christmas, little boy?” is the cliché Santa-query. It’s also 
the one question that most good Santas will NEVER ask. This is a BAD question. 
It infers a promise which either puts pressure on parents to buy things they 
can’t afford or feel in their hearts are unsuitable for their children, or which 
will disappoint and disillusion the kids if they don’t get what they want (“But 
Santa promised...!”) 
 

Much better is 
          “What sort of toys would you like, at Christmas?” 
which is nicely non-committal, and promises nothing.  
 

The second stage to the Grotto visit is creating a sense of anticipation. 
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If the child has a list, go through it – or the top few items, anyway – making 
occasional eye-contact with the accompanying adult, giving them the chance 
to nod or shake their heads, if appropriate. If they haven’t, then ask them to. 
Either way you can follow up with a comment such as 
          “Do you know why I get people to write me lists at Christmas? Some  
          people think that I’ll bring every single thing, but that’s not right, is it? We  
          should never be greedy, especially at Christmas time...and I have to make  
          sure that everyone gets something special. If you write me a list then that  
          shows me the sort of things I know you like. Sometimes I bring what 
          you wrote down, and sometimes they give me ideas for surprises...and  
          surprises are the best presents of all!” 
Difficult to argue with. You have taken Mum and Dad off the hook, promised 
nothing, and – by framing all of this through leading or rhetorical questions, let 
the child participate. A surprising number of kids don’t tell their parents what 
they’d like for Christmas: they keep that for Santa – and this kind of exchange 
gives them the chance to ear-wig on their offspring’s chat, and act upon 
intelligence received.  
 

STAGE THREE: THE SINKER 
 

The Sinker ‘closes the deal’. In Magical parlance any act heads towards the big 
trick, the one with the greatest impact: ‘The Prestige’. As already mentioned, a 
good Grotto visit works on the same principle.  
 

This is the pay-off. In a Magic trick, it would be the big surprise finish. With the 
Grotto, more often than not, it’s a cheap gift-wrapped toy, so you distract the 
punter – the child – from that cheapness by providing the ‘magic’ yourself, and 
making them part of it. 
 

Santa is part of a Big Picture which won’t be over and done with until 
Christmas Morning. By that time, of course, Santa will be pretty much 
forgotten – though he will still be in many childrens’ thoughts right up until 
they go to bed on Christmas Eve. 
 

I have three  favourite end-notes, all capitalising on Santa-related traditions. All 
of them start with a request: “If I’m going to try to bring you some wonderful 
surprises at Christmas, can I ask you to do me a favour...” 
 

Firstly,  
          “...could you leave out a little something for Rudolph and the other  
          reindeer? They work really hard pulling my sleigh, and I’m sure they’d  
          love a nice tasty treat. What do you think they might like?” 
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which lets them suggest what to leave, where to leave it, and – sometimes – 
what they might leave for Santa, too. This is a great way to turn the child’s visit 
into a family experience, by involving parents. A personal favourite riff on this 
is to ask the child what their favourite cake or cookie is, then suggest they get 
Mum or Dad to help them cut one in two, half for Santa and half for them 
(“That way  don’t get too fat – I got stuck in another chimney, last year – and 
we both have a tasty treat!”). If they say they are going to leave out a wee 
whisky for Santa, I joke that by the time  turn up it has turned into a glass of 
milk (“Who could be drinking all my whisky?  Dad...do you know anything 
about this?”). 
 

Secondly there’s 
          “...everyone sends me a card at Christmas, but what I’d really like is a  
          picture. Could you draw me a picture for my wall, here in the Grotto?  
          Even better – you could put it next to your stocking, at home...so i know  
          it’s your house I’m visiting. What will you draw?” 
which will endear you to Mum, as getting their picture for Santa just right will 
occupy Junior for an hour or so.  
 

Finally, there’s  
          “...will you remember to be in bed nice and early on Christmas Eve? 
          Remember, I can’t deliver the presents until I know you are fast asleep.” 
This is a boon to parents who will be struggling to get excitable kids settled. I 
often supplement it, with younger children who say they want to stay up to 
meet Santa, with 
          “Oh but you can’t do that. When you go to sleep on Christmas Eve you 
dream about Santa 
          and presents and all sort of Christmas Magic...and it’s the magic of 
millions and millions of boys  
          and girls that lets me and Rudolph and all the other reindeer fly...!” 
It also makes Santa more mysterious, more magical, and makes kids feel as 
though they are part of what makes him special. Which, pretty much, is true. 
 
Then you give them the present, or – when they aren’t getting one - the 
promise of goodies yet to come on Christmas Day. 
 

ENCORE! ENCORE! (AND OTHER STALLING TACTICS) 
 

Usually by accident rather than design, you will find that you occasionally need 
that extra little bit of chat – to fill in while the camera battery is replaced or the 
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printer ink changed – and this is where the little bits of Santa lore, or festive 
gubbins mentioned earlier is most useful. Sometimes these are simple: 
          “Rudolph is the most famous reindeer, but can you remember the names  
           of the thers?” 
          “What do you think Mummy would like for Christmas?” 
          “What’s at the top of your Christmas Tree?” 
These are questions which lead to other questions, and fill, amiably, the 
uncomfortable moments while the reasons for delays are resolved. 
 

Santa should never run out of things to say. 
 

For older kids, or groups of kids, slightly more sophisticated routines can be 
developed. A favourite of mine: 
          “Now...picture the scene...it’s Christmas morning, you’ve woken up and  
          you know that all of the presents have been delivered. What do I want  
          you to do?  
 

          Nothing. I don’t want you to say a word. I don’t want you to twitch or  
          twitter for ten minutes, and do you know why I want you to do that? 
 

          Because it’s the only peace and quiet your Mum is going to get all day!”     
 

Older kids are less likely to be given presents in the Grotto, as they are 
generally there to accompany younger siblings, so ending on a joke is a good 
deflection from their disappointment. 

 

 
                We get some strange requests for photos, Here a trainee Guide Dog gets used to cramped spaces and flashing lights. 
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.4. 
B A D   S A N T A S 

 

 
Grrrrrrrr! I HATE Nylon beards! Stirling 2007 
 

There are, of course, some quite astonishingly crap Santas out there. The iconic 
Bad Santa, chatting up Mums, insulting kids and abusing the goodwill of others 
is a comic cliché, but he is – unfortunately, and like most mythic figures – 
spawned from a kernel of truth. East Kilbride’s notorious ‘Santa John’ is still 
spoken of in hushed tones, as a bogey-man to scare naughty Elves. If they 
don’t behave and keep the Grotto in order then Mrs Claus will bring ‘Santa 
John’ back for another season. Or just a weekend. A weekend would be 
enough! 
 

John did indeed talk a mountainous amount of ordure. Many Santas do. With 
him, though, the problem (aside from smelling of last night’s carry-oot, 
removing his beard in the presence of kids to take a swally of Irn Bru straight 
from the bottle, and letching after younger Elves) was his tendency to 
‘editorialise’. He couldn’t hold back on offering inappropriate personal 
opinions or judgements. Sadly, I never got to hear him, and initially thought 
accounts of his essential crap-ness must be exaggerated...until I heard an audio 
sample of some of his encounters, including such gems as his responses:- 
 



30 

 

 to a child who wanted the Michael Jackson CD Collection: 
          “You don’t want that. He LIKED little children like you!” 

 to a little girl who wanted shiny boots like her big sister 
          “Don’t be silly, you’d look like a prostitute!” 

 to a boy who wanted a particular FPS computer game: 
          “That’ll turn you into a psycho. You’ll be going around the shops stabbing  
           people!” 

 to a child who asked for a puppy: 
          “If you don’t look after it, it will die, and it’ll be your fault!”, and 

 on asking a child his name: 
          “John? That’s my name, too. When I’m not being Santa, I mean.” 
 

There were, I’m told, more complaints about the EK Grotto during his first two 
days than in the whole of the preceding five years. Well, to be fair they were 
his ONLY two days. He was not asked back. 
 

 
    100,000,000,000 additional cases of housebreaking to be taken into consideration! 
 

We all make mistakes, calling a (much) older Mum ‘Gran’ (or vice-versa), for 
example, but ‘Santa John’ made the mistake of thinking that his opinions 
mattered.  
 

They didn’t.  
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They can’t in the context of the character, the setting or the visitors’ 
expectation of what Santa IS. If you think a child has a silly name or that their 
desired present is inappropriate then you are entitled to that opinion – but 
not, ever, to express it. Even if a child asks your opinion, deflect the response 
through the parent or accompanying adult: 
          “Can I have a puppy, Santa?” 
          “Oh, I don’t know about that. They take a lot of looking after. What do  
           you think, Mum?” 
I normally, dealing with kids’ requests for pets, claim that that’s a ‘Mum & Dad 
present’, not a Santa present – as I can hardly gift-wrap a poodle and carry it 
down a chimney. Silliness and deflection keep you non-committal, and prevent 
you pissing people off  
 

 
 I DO like my job. East Kilbride 2011. 
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.5. 
O T H E R   S T U F F 

 

HANDS OFF! 
 

I know that kids aren’t really supposed to sit on Santa’s lap. You know kids 
aren’t supposed to sit on Santa’s lap. Someone, someday, should tell the kids. 
And their parents. Not to mention their bloody Grannies. 
 

A lot of people hum and haw about how terrible it is that we should be wary of 
such a harmless and traditional practice. Bollocks to that. Anything which 
makes kids and parents feel safer is good, as far as I am concerned: that we are 
generally NOT suspicious of a complete stranger just because he’s in a Santa 
suit is bloody silly. Care and caution are important. 
 

Avoiding – or at the very least limiting, however possible – direct contact is as 
responsible and practical a responses to the possibility of abuse which a role 
and environment such as this presents as having those working there police 
checked. Having to pay for my annual Disclosure is all part of the job. 
 

 
Hands on show, and the chair edge between me and wee pal Amelia. Stirling 2012 
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For the most part, a successful, cheerful Grotto visit does not require any but 
the barest physical contact: eye contact is your main tool. If a kid wants a hug, 
let them hug you, but don’t initiate a hug. I’m not suggesting that a hysterical 
TOUCH AND DIE policy be adopted – just that all due caution be observed, and 
that any physical contact be conspicuous and with the consent – and in full 
view of - the accompanying adult. 
 

Where this all falls apart, of course, is where photographs  are concerned.  
 

Many parents blithely put the safety of their children aside for the sake of a 
tacky photo. Two rules are paramount in such cases: 

- No photograph (and, indeed, no interaction with the child) should be 
taken without both the Elf and accompanying adult present.  
NO UNACCOMPANIED KIDS. EVER. 

- Any physical contact should be kept to the barest minimum, and, 
wherever possible, the movement or positioning of the child should be 
undertaken by the accompanying adult, or at the very least with verbal 
assurance that it is acceptable for you to move or lift them 

 

I prefer to hold the child by the hand, looking at me face-to-face, while 
chatting, and standing in front of me with my hands (visibly) on their shoulders 
or arms when photographs are taken. This stops fidgets from faffing around 
with your beard or costume. Psychologically, it also helps the child focus on 
Santa – or on the photographer - rather than the music, noise, shoppers and 
myriad of other distractions. 
 

This position is good, also, as it is easy to turn the child simply toward the 
camera, if required, with the minimum of contact or guidance – and the front 
of the seat, throne or couch is solidly between Santa and his visitor. 
 

Alternately, if a child is anxious, I’ll have them sit beside me on the couch, 
chaise longue – as this offers the possibility of Mum, Granny or some other 
accompanying adult joining them – in between us, if necessary - to increasing 
their comfort. Some of these adults will complain that they don’t want to be 
photographed, or will consent – then crane away to get their heads out-of-shot 
(though this invariably leaves them with a picture in which they appear to be 
recoiling from a particularly noxious infant fart). Tough. If it’s a choice between 
a scared child and a grown up feeling mildly embarrassed the grown up can 
suck-it-up, look like a pillock...or simply do without the photo.  
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If babies or toddlers are to be photographed, and the parents are insistent that 
they should be on Santa’s lap, then it should be them who lift the child and 
place it on your knee. 
 

Let’s state that one again, just for the sake of clarity: if a kid isn’t beside or in 
front of you, he or she should ALWAYS be placed, by the accompanying adult, 
on Santa’s knee, NEVER on his lap.  
 

Some visiting adults – Grannies and young Dads, chiefly – will practically hurl 
smaller kids directly into your lap as soon as they enter. Be firm, and ask them 
politely to slow down before doing so, as all they will achieve is the trauma of 
their offspring and no chance of a decent picture. 
 

 
                              If I look grumpy, I know...both the little darlings having just soiled themselves...and Santa!  EK 2012 
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Whatever happens, if a child is anywhere near you your gloved hands, as 
mentioned earlier, should remain visible at all times, and physical contact 
minimised. 
 

THE HORROR! THE HORROR! 
 

As already mentioned, many kids will be overwhelmed by the prospect of 
meeting God/Santa, or by the Grotto itself. We’ll all suffer screamers. There 
are, however, particular strategies which can be employed to embolden a 
Feartie, or at least to engage in ‘Damage Limitation’ 
 
I can usually tell – from the first faltering step on entering the grotto, or from a 
child’s expression – if we’re likely to get a Screamer. There are several ways to 
avoid the impending explosion of infantile angst 

- Don’t Bounce: some kids will expect Santa to be a big, bouncy, 
boisterous chap, booming welcomes like Brian Blessed on steroids. For 
most this will terrify them. A little wave and a quiet greeting, softly put, 
is more likely to win over a Feartie. Let the child take the lead and 
respond accordingly. 

- Soft and Steady: if the child is already crying then keep talking, slowly, 
steadily and as rhythmically as you can. In the same way that a lullaby 
lulls the child, this has a calming influence: this is my favoured calming 
strategy, as it works 75% of the time. 

- Meet Dennis: use a toy, or gizmo, to distract the child. I have Dennis (the 
Devil Teddy), who is my Grotto Familiar. He’s extremely soft and cuddly 
and seems virtually irresistible to whiny weans – the prospect of a quick 
squeeze of Dennis has calmed many a fearful brat...and parrot. 

 

 
                                     Harley the African Grey, one of my regulars...who is very fond of my assistant, Dennis! 
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- Ret-Con Dad: or Mum, or Gran. I often use the “Oh, so you are a wee bit 
shy. Just like Dad. He was so scared when he first came to see me that he 
hid behind the Christmas Tree – it took us an hour to get him out.” A silly 
story will often elicit a giggle, which confirms what they really know in 
their hearts – that Santa is their pal, and that Dad wouldn’t bring them 
somewhere scary 

 

There are, of course, those who just can’t be calmed. If you have tried 
everything you can think of, then admit defeat. I’ve been doing this for years, 
and although I can famously win over most kids, even I will have a few 
Screamers who can’t be saved. Most will be fine the second time they come to 
visit Santa – having realised that they survived their first encounter with the 
Yeti Man, so it can’t have been that bad. 
 

Parents will occasionally say, when their two year old is gnawing the Tree in 
terror “Och, he was fine LAST year...I don’t know what’s wrong with him!”  
Nothing is wrong with him. Babies will snooze and snuggle and be utterly 
beguiled by the lights and colours, and by realising that Santa is the biggest 
comfiest pillow they’ve ever had the good fortune to sit upon. Two year olds 
are more aware of the strangeness of the Grotto, and of Santa. That’s why they 
are scared: it’s not Santa’s fault. 
 

 
Santa and a small friend get in the way of Vixen’s photo-shoot. 

 
 



37 

 

.6. 
C O N F E S S I O N   T I M E 

 
A confession. One which may surprise many given what I do for a living. 
 

I don’t like Christmas. Never have. 
 

 
Mr Scrooge and I have very little in common. He LIKED Christmas...eventually! 
 

No…really! The degree to which I cannot be arsed with the whole sorry, self-
indulgent business could not be accurately calculated by Steven Hawking. I 
don’t like turkey or family gatherings, I bloody loathe sprouts, and Pudding 
bungs me up. 
 

The music is all-pervasive, and almost universally dreadful. There was a case,  a 
couple of years back, of German shop-workers who successfully sued their 
employers for ‘Emotional Distress’ on account of having to endure cursed Cliff, 
bastard Bing and sodding Slade interminably urging them to have a simply 
Wunnerful Christmas Time throughout the season. Speaking as an old hand on 
the Grotto floor – spending up to eight hours a day listening to this twaddle – I 
can sympathise. There is a childrens’ album featuring such embolism inducing 
ditties as ‘Teddies Love Christmas’ and ‘Santa’s Workshop Song’ which may 
result, should I ever encounter it’s composers, in my donning my Santa suit (in 
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ceremonial homage to the shamanic and sacrificial spirit of the priests of Odin) 
and specially re-staging the ritual slaughter which concluded the Wild Hunt. It’s 
perhaps telling that my favourite festive ditty it the Mediaeval ‘Coventry Carol’, 
which concerns Ho-Ho-Herod’s Slaughter of the Innocents!. The telly is 
rotten…and, as many out there can testify from recent experience, our already 
crap public transport system goes into freefall at the first flake of snow. 
Dreaming of a White Christmas? Aye…right! 
 

Now, before you brand me as the Grotto Grinch, I should point out that I am a 
Guardian reader and a dyed-in-the-wool ‘80s student lefty. I’m all for charity, 
universal brotherhood and that gubbins. I like giving. I’m no Scrooge. Oh no, 
Ebeneezer and I have nothing in common. He, after all, came to LOVE Crimbo! 
 

I can, however, sympathise with certain sentiments of that hard-faced old 
misanthrope, before he spoiled it all and went sloppy. Could anyone who has 
passed by a branch of Brighthouse in December deny the truth of “What’s 
Christmas time... but a time for paying bills without money?” He gleefully 
called the season “Harvest time for the money-lenders”, and it still is. Now 
more than ever. I am, oft-times, inclined to agree with his famous curse “Every 
idiot who goes about with Merry Christmas on his lips should be boiled with his 
own pudding and buried with a stake of holly through his heart.” It’s not the 
sentiment I object to, so much as the insincerity behind it, much of the time: 
I’m all for Goodwill To All Men, I just don’t see why I have to fit it in to a 
specific slot in my calendar. It’s also why my Santa never promises to bring a 
particular gift. 
 

I’m not a believer, myself, but surely it must rankle those possessed of genuine 
Christian faith that their Holiest of Holy Days (even if it was half-inched from 
carousing shag-happy pagans) is being so easily and dismissively taken in vain: 
how could one better celebrate the birth of the Messiah than by getting rat-
arsed, screwing the office Temp and photocopying one’s arse? I genuinely 
resent that we are expected to be ‘Merry’, and to accept all manner of loutish, 
laddish idiocy as acceptable ‘because it’s Christmas’. Well “Bah, humbug!” to 
that. I choose when I’m going to be cheery or civil. Not that that happens very 
often… 
 

It’s a time for family and friends. Yup. Yes in deedy-doo. That must be why the 
suicide rate soars for the festive fortnight – as half the country realises that 
they’ve bankrupted themselves and buggered up the environment with an 
alarming tonnage of dead trees, non-biodegradable tinsel and several forests 
worth of wrapping paper….all for the sake of appeasing people they really have 
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precious little, save for DNA, in common with. It’s no surprise that the Off-
Licenses are those that really profit from the Christmas Spirit. 
 

I do have a sentimental side. I love Kapra’s ‘It’s A Wonderful Life’ (1946) and 
Henry Koster’s ‘The Bishop’s Wife’ (1947), both of which have their fair share 
of seasonal saccharine – and, of course, angels to guide their earnest 
protagonists. The tinkling of the Christmas Tree bell at the end of the former 
flick prompts a response from me that Ivan Pavlov would be proud of: Jimmy 
Stewart’s closing line, “Thattaboy, Clarence! Thattaboy!”, tickles my tear-ducts 
in a way that nothing else can. Like ‘A Christmas Carol’, though, such stories 
acknowledge the altruism and civic mindedness of individuals often in spite of 
the expectations of others, reflecting the reformed Scrooge’s view that “Men’s 
courses will foreshadow certain ends, to which, if persevered in, they must lead. 
But if the courses be departed from, the ends will change.”  
 

 
Merry Christmas from George Bailey and family. 
 

These tales celebrate the causality of personal action, not some arbitrary sense 
of seasonal obligation. George Bailie, hero of Kapra’s classic is a good man 
made bitter by a life dedicated to trying to do the right thing, and seeing no 
personal benefit – until he is given the chance of seeing how his life has 
touched, benefitted and emboldened others in his community. His sense of 
himself is altered by being shown his place in the Big Picture. And, as one of 
the Spirits warns Ebeneezer “There are some upon this earth of yours…who lay 
claim to know us, and who do their deeds of passion, pride, ill-will, hatred, 
envy, bigotry, and selfishness in our name, who are as strange to us and all out 
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kith and kin, as if they had never lived. Remember that, and charge their doings 
on themselves, not us." And surely that’s the single most powerful point made 
in a story which is really a meditation not on ‘Christmas Cheer’, but on 
personal responsibility. We shape our destinies. We – through our actions and 
our expectations - shape the world we live in. 
 

That’s why though I dislike Christmas, I love Santa. Let’s face it, he lost any 
religious connotation – be it pagan or Christian – a long time ago, and became 
something far greater, more powerful and all-embracing…an avatar of 
goodwill, of a belief in mankind’s capacity for hope, kindness, generosity of 
spirit and limitless altruism. I’d worship him, any day.  
 

Which brings us to Larry.  
 

 
The real deal. 
 

All Santa brought Larry Stewart in 1980 - as Dino so sonorously put it – was the 
‘Christmas Blues’. Like Santa he’d been given the sack, but his was, sadly, 
empty. For the second year running he’d been laid-off just as the festive 
season approached. With the dawning of the coldest December Kansas had 
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endured in a decade, it wasn’t just the early frost that was making him feel the 
pinch. Homeless and hungry, his gut aching, he chanced his luck in a diner, 
ordering a meal he knew he couldn’t pay for - sure that the best he could hope 
for would be a less than fun-filled ride in Officer Rudolph’s Black-and-White 
hundred reindeer-power sleigh to the local cop shop, and a criminal record. 
 
The afternoon dragged and darkened. Larry shifted shamefully on his stool, 
endlessly topping-up his coffee - postponing the fearful moment when he 
would be forced to declare his destitute deception, and invite the wrath of his 
host, Cookie, who was busying himself wiping the tables behind him. 
 

‘Scuse me, sir…’ Larry tensed as Cookie put a firm hand on his shoulder. The 
poverty stricken patron turned nervously, expectant of angry confrontation. 
‘…you seem to have dropped something.’ Cookie held out two ten dollar bills, 
smiled knowingly, and with a cheery ‘Merry Christmas, sir!’ went about his 
business. Speechless, Larry was spared the horror of humiliation and a criminal 
record. He paid his tab, and went on his way, with a new spring in his step. 
 
Shortly afterwards, his fortunes still fickle, but faring better than before, he 
noticed a Car-hop freezing outside another diner. ‘I think I got it bad’, he 
thought to himself ‘ She's out there in this cold making nickels and dimes.' As 
he left, he slipped her $20. `Sir,’ she said, ‘you have no idea what this means to 
me.'  
 

Oh, but he did.  
 

Larry Stewart’s fortunes fared fantastically in the following years. He scraped 
together a stake, and set-up business in the boom industries of cable television 
and telecommunications. They made him a millionaire many times over. 
Shrewd but fair, he earned the respect of his peers and the admiration of his 
employees. Yet, for all his success he hardly seemed to live extravagantly.  
 

It was only a few months before his death from Esophageal Cancer, in 2006, 
that it became clear what he had been doing with his fortune. 
 

Starting in Kansas he began a personal, anonymous campaign of personal, 
anonymous philanthropy – giving directly to the needy, rather than through 
established charities, because he knew from bitter personal experience that 
many felt shamed by the prospect of asking for help. These were gifts of $100 
or $200 – small by a Millionaire’s reckoning, but which meant far more 
because they were acts of genuine goodwill…not impersonal tax-deductible 
business write-offs. After 9/11 he travelled to New York, moving amongst the 
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homeless and displaced. In 2005, in the aftermath of Hurricane Katrina, his 
health failing, he went to Mississippi. It was only then that the mysterious 
‘Secret Santa’ began to train his ‘Elves’, who distributed an estimated $65,000 
during the winter of Larry’s final Christmas. By his death he was thought have 
given away $1,300,000. Possibly much more. 
 
Others have continued in his footsteps. Prosperous people who wish to help 
others, and poorer folks, simply eager to help others. Look them up on the 
Net...their numbers are growing. The Elves rarely allow the press and media to 
become aware of their good works, and even when these anonymous 
benefactors are discovered the sole condition of coverage is that they remain 
incognito. Spreading awareness of their work is fine, but it is the work – not 
the worker – that matters. 
 

Touched by the selfless kindness of a humble waiter – Larry Stewart helped 
and inspired thousands of people in their darkest hours. This gentleman was 
sustained by a Christian belief I don’t share – but I find his broader faith - in 
humanity’s potential for good - enormously inspiring. 
 

His lasting legacy is the wonderfully named ‘Society of Secret Santas’ - 
http://www.secretsantaworld.net/society_of_secret_santas - who encourage 
nothing more than anonymous altruism – a celebration of the best humanity 
has to offer: humility, compassion, good humour, a galvanising belief in the 
(oft derided) Brotherhood of Man.  
 

It’s A Wonderful Life? No, not always - but with people like George Bailey, 
Cookie, Larry and the countless Secret Santas and Elves they inspired in it, it 
can be. 
 

So...do you believe in Santa, yet? 
 

I hope that these few pages have been of some use, and that they’ve availed a 
few ‘cheats’ and shortcuts. This is how I deal with being the Big Guy, and 
hopefully you’ll find your own ways of dealing with the job. The most 
important thing, of course, is that you enjoy yourself. If you don’t, it’ll show. 
 

So all that’s really left to say is...Merry Christmas to all, and to all a Good Night! 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

http://www.secretsantaworld.net/society_of_secret_santas
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